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Abstract 
 
This study examined the impact of portfolio on the development of first-grade students’ cognitive skills in reading. The research 
methodology was semi-experimental and based on pre-test and post-test. One hundred and sixty male, first-graders constituting 
the population of the study were divided equally into test and control groups. The evaluation method in the test group was 
portfolio and in the control group scoring method. In order to perform statistical analysis, descriptive and illative statistical 
methods were applied. The results of the study showed the superiority of portfolio method over conventional scoring method in 
the development of the students’ cognitive skills of reading.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction  
Reading is the basis of learning other cognitive skills, and of any achievement in other cognitive fields. It is a 
process through which letters, symbols, and signs obtain meaning with the ultimate goal of achieving the abilities to 
read, comprehend, and criticize a text. The most important part of this process is comprehension. The development 
of conceptual structures such as thinking, argumentation, generalization, and writing would depend on the ability of 
the individual to read properly (Powers & Starrett, 1962) 
Browning (2003) suggests that reading emerges above all from the corresponding sounds and written symbols. It 
is a cognitive process which engages the reader with all his/her cognitive abilities actively. Lerner (1997) argues that 
comprehension involves reader’s cognitive transaction with the text and the reader has to be able to bridge the gap 
between newly given data and his/her previously existing knowledge.  
Achievements in reading and comprehension will encourage students to learn more and acquire a positive attitude 
towards learning. These may lead to insight, which is the most important educational variable. It is hence argued 
that traditional methods of teaching-learning and assessment, which only take the behaviour skills into account, may 
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be inadequate. If we are to enhance reading skills, there is no way but to change the teaching-learning methods of 
reading skills and their assessment. 
 
1.1 Definition of the problem 
Literacy is the most significant competence children should acquire in the first years of their education. It is an 
effective instrument not only to communicate, but also to learn math, science, history and other disciplines. An 
analysis of data shows that the rate of failure is increasing, students' interest for leaning is decreasing, emotional 
disorder, and unhealthy competition between students are observed. Of course, most of these problems stem out of 
exam anxiety and fear, and from testing without taking into account the students’ individual differences (Seif, 2009).  
It is argued here that reading skills, as children’s first learning experience should not be taught in such a setting, 
and should not be assessed by means of obscure questions leading to obscure scores. Lack of academic achievement, 
suppression of feelings during teaching-learning process, waste of human and financial resources are caused to a 
large extent by traditional teacher-based methods of teaching; and score-based, memory-based testing. The authors 
have been trying to promote reading skills of the students by encouraging them to learn through comprehension. 
Therefore, the main question in this study is that whether there would be a significant difference in reading skills of 
students, if the traditional quantitative methods of evaluations are replaced by qualitative methods such as portfolio. 
1.2. Reading   
It is by means of written and spoken language that thought is communicated to and interpreted by others. We 
perceive information via reading and listening. It is then reasonable to think of language as an infrastructure which 
is acquired through reading and listening. Reading however, needs to be learned. We learn to read to achieve two 
main goals; first to receive information and develop our intellectual capabilities, and second, to enjoy our leisure 
time by reading. Reading skills are of great importance in acquiring knowledge. As culture and science develops, it 
becomes increasingly more necessary to acquire reading skills properly, since reading provokes one’s thinking, 
develops new attitudes and ideas, helps the person to understand and assess different literatures, and provides us 
with reliable grounds to adapt to the social contexts. 
Reading means to recognize written words semantically and perceive their meanings thereof (Baldridge, 1992). 
The ability to listen is a basic skill for discovering the meaning. Listening differs from hearing in that the former 
involves conscious act of detecting, understanding, and storing others words, whereas the latter is unconscious 
(Na'emi, 2007). One of the reasons we listen to others is our desire to examine an issue and express our views 
(Machado, 2001). Listening and reading are two modalities that require sensation and mental concentration. Studies 
show that teaching listening skills helps the development of reading skills (Safa-Pour, 1999). A major goal of 
reading is to obtain information. Reading involves cognitive activities to decipher and conceive the texts. In fact, 
comprehension as a process of deduction and drawing inferences is to obtain meaning through interaction and 
engagement with written language (Sweet & Snow, 2002). As reading skills develop, the students’ vocabulary 
develops and he/she becomes able to discern synonyms, antonyms, etc. (Sweet, Guthrie, & Ng, 1998). Therefore, 
reading skill and improvement of comprehension are correlated (Cox & Guthrie, 2001). 
Ccognitive approach to reading indicates that learning to read begins with sentence comprehension, and in that 
process other elements such as words, letters, morphemes, and sounds are dealt with simultaneously. Here, the focus 
is at first on reading and then writing (Lotf-Abadi, 1997). Students are in fact helped to develop a positive attitude 
toward reading at first hand, by reading to them attractive and interesting pieces. Then, after they have acquired 
initial capabilities, writing sentences could be initiated. In this process, it is very important for the student to be 
conscious of his/her achievements and developments, which would largely be possible through self-reflection that is 
central to portfolios. 
 
1.3. Portfolios 
Assessment is the systematic process of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data in order to demonstrate if the 
intended goals are fulfilled, and how far (Gay, 1990). Black and Dockrell (1984) argue that assessment can be 
performed through different ways, but there are some common characteristics. Constant evaluation should be part of 
learning process and should play a central role in class activities and be focused on students' achievements and 
abilities instead of their failures. The class activities in fact, should provide the students with opportunities of self-
assessment and self-reflection in order to be able to manage their learning. In cognitive-based curriculum, teaching-
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learning process and its assessment is project-oriented and individual differences are taken into consideration. This 
leads to the encouragement of students to express their interests and talents (Rastgaar, 2010).  
Portfolio is composed of a set of tasks performed by students which provides a clear picture of each student’s 
capabilities, without facing the anxiety of being compared with others or taking tests. Portfolio is a set of tasks 
chosen consciously and purposefully (Hamm & Adams, 1991). Perkins and Salomon (1992) emphasize on the 
necessity of the person’s being conscious of his/her own educational status and be engaged in the cognitive process 
of being conscious of his/her own thinking activities about educational materials. In short, evaluation methods have 
to respect students’ individual differences, recognize their natural and human gifts, and offer them with assignments 
that would facilitate their development, with the believe that individual students have the capacity to constantly 
improve and develop. In that case, the results of assessment would be constructive and would help the students to be 
continuously aware of their status. This would enhance their inner motivation and deepen their understanding. 
1.4. The Main Goal  
The main goal of the study was to examine the impact of portfolio as a descriptive assessment method on the 
development of reading skills of first grade male students. 
 
1.5.  Main hypothesis 
Using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of reading skills of first grade male students. 
 
1.6. Sub-hypotheses 
Using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of listening skills. 
Using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of construction of sentences by combining 
words. 
Using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of making sense of sentences and words. 
Using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of comprehension skills. 
 
  2. Method 
Since the study was to examine the impact of evaluation method as a variable, with two different quantitative 
(score-based) and qualitative (portfolio-based) sub-items, on the reading variable and its cognitive elements (e.g., 
listening, combination, making sense, and comprehension), semi-experimental method was used to collect the data. 
According to the volume determination table of Talkmann, 160 male students were randomly chosen out of a group 
of 8866 male students enrolled at first grade in Tehran primary schools. The group was then randomly divided into 
two groups, namely test group and control group. Using portfolio, as a cognitive method of assessment, the reading 
and writing skills of the test group was assessed, but as for the control group the traditional, non-cognitive and 
score-based method of evaluation was utilized. The reading skills of both groups were tested at the beginning and at 
the end of school year.  
 
 3. Measuring Tool 
A story called Lazy Donkey was chosen with its following four questions to assess the reading skills of the 
students. The views of prominent educators and first grade teachers were asked about the test to ensure that the test 
is reliable. The validity of the test was also confirmed with a calculated Kronbach Alpha Coefficient of 0.92.  
Having tested both groups, in order to analyze the data, the mean and standard deviation indexes were obtained, 
statistical deduction indexes such as t of two independent groups were calculated, and tests of Halting, Filay, and 
ANOVA were utilized to approve or disapprove the hypotheses.  
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Table 1. ANOVA Table 
 
Variables Sum of squares df F 
 
p value 
Listening 11.33 1 33.93 0.001 
Combination  1.19 1 10.36 0.005 
Making Sense 2.34 1 9.09 0.003 
Comprehension  2.28 1 11.79 0.001 
  
  4. Results 
using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of reading skills. Table-1, the ANOVA Table 
specifically the amounts of F shows that there is a significance difference between the dependant variables in test 
group and control group, with a 0.05 meaningful level. Therefore, it can be concluded that reading skills of test 
group is more developed than that of control group. 
using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of listening skills. The calculated t with 158 df, 
and the meaningful level of p = 0.05 show that there is a significant difference between the mean scores of the two 
groups in terms of their listening skills. The difference favours the test group. ANOVA test with 1 df, meaningful 
level of 0.01, and F = 33.93 confirms this result too.  
using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of construction of sentences by combining 
words. The calculated t with 158 df, and the meaningful level of p = 0.01 show that there is a significant difference 
between the mean scores of the two groups in terms of their skills of construction of sentences by combining words. 
The difference favours the test group. ANOVA test with 1 df, meaningful level of 0.05, and F = 10.36 confirms this 
result too.  
using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of making sense of sentences and words. The 
calculated t with 158 df, and the meaningful level of p = 0.5 show that there is a significant difference between the 
mean scores of the two groups in terms of their skills of making sense of sentences and words. The difference 
favours the test group. ANOVA test with 1 df, meaningful level of 0.03, and F = 9.09 confirms this result too. 
 using portfolio as an evaluation method leads to the improvement of comprehension skill. The calculated t with 
158 df, and the meaningful level of p = 0.5 show that there is a significant difference between the mean scores of the 
two groups in terms of their comprehension skills. The difference favours the test group. ANOVA test with 1 df, 
significance level of 0.01, and F = 11.79 confirms this result too. 
The results of the present study comply with the results of research conducted by Reed (2010), Lachiver and 
Tardif (2002), Kemp and Toperoff (1998), Moya and O'Malley (1994), as well as Khosh-Kholq (2007), 
Mortezaeenejad (2006), and Abu-Ahmadi and Khaqani (2005).  
 
4. Discussion 
Teaching method in Iranian schools is book-based and students are asked to read and learn from textbooks. No 
doubt, without reading, the students would not be able to acquire the needed knowledge, but more important is the 
desire and motivation of the students to read. Previous studies have demonstrated that there is a significant 
relationship between the will of the students to read and the development of their reading skills (Cox & Guthrie, 
2001). In this regard, teaching and evaluation methods, and educational settings are important factors that may have 
some impacts on the attitudes of the students towards reading and the development of their reading skills. A teacher 
who is inflexible, does not care about students’ differences, and their prior knowledge, evaluates his/her students by 
means of quantitative score-based methods, would not necessarily succeed in developing his/her students’ reading 
skills. 
Evaluation is an indispensible part of education with the goal to adjust its direction. In other words, we should 
evaluate our students in order to help them to succeed in their education, and not the other way round, namely to 
educate them to be finally evaluated. Therefore, the development of the students’ faculties partly depends on the 
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evaluation method utilized. Besides their basic and fundamental skills, the students need to acquire other abilities 
such as critical thinking, creativity, problem solving, etc. To achieve such educational objectives the goals of 
education, its content, teaching style, and evaluation method have to be changed accordingly.  
Qualitative assessments, such as observation, interview, and the records of the learning-teaching events lead to 
the reduction of the student’s anxiety, and stress, and increase of his/her motivation and desire to learn. The 
academic achievement of the student in different subjects (e.g., reading) is derived by his learning behaviour which 
in its turn is derived by the student’s tendencies, attitudes, beliefs, and motivations. External control (e.g., 
comparative scores) has negative impact on the self-confidence of the learner and consequently reduces the learner’s 
opportunity and motivation to read and eventually to learn. Internal control (e.g., enjoy to develop and improve and 
be happy by acquiring new skills) on the contrary leads to the increase of self-confidence and consequently to higher 
learning.  
In short, different educational skills of the students, such as their reading skills, are influenced by the 
psychological and motivational conditions of the learner, and that is influenced by the method of evaluation utilized. 
However, the use of portfolio is highly recommended in order to promote reading skills of the students.
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